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17. DESCRIPTION 
1 1 (check One) I 

CONDITION 

The c e n t r a l  h a l l  p l an  f e a t u r e s  a smal l  open s t a i r  h a l l  a t  the  n o r t h  end and 
t o  t h e  west o f  the  entranceway, and, al though t h e  robus t  r a i l  seems q u i t e  
r i g h t  f o r  t h e  per iod ,  t h e  b a l u s t e r s  a r e  a b i t  s l ende r  f o r  a 1740 da te .  
This s t a i r  a r e a  is sepa ra t ed  from t h e  r e s t  of  the  h a l l  by a n  archway whose 
reeded suppor ts  might d a t e  from the  same period a s  'the b a l u s t e r s .  The 
n o r t h e a s t  room has  been a l t e r e d  i n  t h e  mid-nineteenth century ,  but  t h e  o t h e r  
rooms have mid-eighteenth century  panel ing.  The most notable feature i n  
t h e  house i s  t h e  wooden p a r t i t i o n  between the  southwest room and t h e  h a l l  
which is  supposedly removeable t o  c r e a t e  a l a r g e r  a r e a .  Complete wi th  
panel ing  above and below the  c h a i r  r a i l  and two glazed casement windows 
i n  t h e  w a l l ,  t h i s  des ign  is  ex t r ao rd ina ry .  

Supposedly b u i l t  i n  1740 on t h e  basement of an e a r l i e r  house, Be1 A i r  i s  
a b r i ck ,  one-and-one-half s t o r y  s t r u c t u r e  s e t  on a high s tone  foundat ion 
with minu,te.dprmers and a n  enormous e x t e r i o r  end chimney on the  western 
end which c o n t r a s t s  wi th  t h e  smal l  i n t e r i o r  end chimney on the  e a s t  end. 
The brickwork is  l a i d  f o r  t h e  most p a r t  i n  Flemish bond. However, on the  
no r th  facade,  cons iderable  r ebu i ld ing  is obvious and on the  e a s t  end the  
bond l a p s e s ,  a t  times, i n t o  f ive-course  American bond. The south  facade 
has  four  bays wi th  two of  t h e  windows t o  the  w e s t  of t h e  c e n t r a l  doorway 
and o e t o  t h e  e a s t .  These windows a r e  of the  narrow e ighteenth-century  
shape and, al though t h e  nine-over-nine sa sh  i s  c o r r e c t  i n  theme, it i s  a 
replacement.  The no r th  f r o n t  is a s y m e t r i c a l  f ive-bays wide, bu t  t h e  o p e n i ~ g s  
approach a square  i n  shape'and, a long wi th  obvious r ebu i ld ing  of  much o f  
the  w a l l ,  d o  n o t  d a t e  f rom-the  e igh teen th  century .  Photographs published 
i n  1931 show the  t i n y  do rmers , ' de r t a in ly  a s tandard f e a t u r e  i n  e a r l y  
s t r u c t u r e s ,  t o  be p resen t  only  on the  south  f r o n t ,  bu t  t hese  awkward 
c r e a t u r e s  appear  today on both  broad s lopes .  Both porches have been changed 
s i n c e  1931, t h e  most no tab le  replacement being t h e  removal of  a c l a s s i c a l  
en t r ance  porch i n  l i e u  of a n  unshel te red  s tone  one with s i d e  stairs on t h e  
south  f r o n t .  Large windows i n  t h e  s tone  basement have been p a r t i a l l y  l e t  
i n t o  t h e  w a l l  above and topped by b r i ck  segmental a rches .  

D E S C R I B E  THE PRESENT A N D  O R I G I N A L  ( I f  mown) P H Y S I C A L  A P P E A R A N C E  
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I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  h i s  m o r a l i s t i c  t r a c t s  and pamphlets, Weems i s  remembered 
f o r  h i s  biography of  General Francis  Marion (1809), l oose ly  based on 
m a t e r i a l  provided by Pe te r  Horry, one of Marion's l i e u t e n a n t s .  Weems died 
i n  Beaufort,  South Carol ina ,  i n  1825, and h i s  remains were l a t e r  brought 
back t o  Be1 A i r  where he was l a i d  t o  r e s t  i n  the  family cemetery. 

A r c h i t e c t u r a l l y ,  Be1 Ai r  is a  f a s c i n a t i n g  s tudy o f  s t r u c t u r a l  evo lu t ion  
w i t h i n  t h e  conf ines  of a house measuring 38'  x 51'. I t  is q u i t e  
p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  s tone  foundations d a t e  from a n  e a r l i e r  period than 
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Be1 A i r  is  thought t o  have been b u i l t  by Captain Char l e s  Ewell (1.713-1) 
who married Sarah B a l l ,  daughter  of  Maj%or James and Mary. (C0nway.Dan~erfiel11) 
Ba l l  of  Bewdley, Lancaster  Coun ty , , i n  1736 . .~Thus  . the Ewells.werB c l o s e l y  
r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  family of  ~ e o r ~ e  Washington's mother, Mary (Ba l l )  Washington. 
Colonel J e s s e  Ewell (1743-1805), e l d e s t  son of  Captain Charles  Ewell, 
i n h e r i t e d  the  proper ty ,  and i n  1795 h i s  daughter  Frances (1775-1843) 
married Mason Locke Weems (1759-1825), the  f i r s t  biographer  of  George 
Washington. I n  1808 o r  1809 Weems and h i s  family moved from t h e i r  home 
near  Dumfries t o  Be1 A i r ,  t ak ing  over the  house p a r t l y  t o  s a t i s f y  loans 
Weems had made t o  M r s .  Ewell. Weems purchased t h e  remainder of  t h e  
proper ty  upon her  dea th  i n  1823. A f t e r  Weems's dea th  t h e  house passed 
through t h e  Ewell family t o  Weems's cous ins  who soon i e f t  i t ,  and the  
house has s tood empty f o r  long per iods  of  time. 

Bo.r,n a t  Marsh,es.. Seat  neaq Herri9.g ;Bay ,, b n e  ArundeLCounty, Maryland, on 
0ctobe; 11, '1759, &son ~ o c k e  Weems was admit ted t o  t h e  Episcopal 
pr iesthood ,in 1784, s e rv ing  two pa r i shes  i n  Maryland from 1,784 t o  1792. 
By 1793 he had given up a  s e t t l e d  r e c t o r s h i p  and had become a c t i v e  a s  a  
book agent  f o r  Matthew C a r e y o f  Ph i l ade lph ia , , .  A1tho~gh:Bel  A i r  was 
o f f i c i a l l y  h i s  home f o r  t h e  l a s t ' f i f t e e n  yea r s  of  h i s  l i f e ,  he spent  most 
o f  h i s  time t r a v e l i n g  up and down the  e a s t e r n  seaboard peddling h i s  books. 
tie i s  b e s t  remembered as the  au thor  of  The L i f e  and Memorable Actions f 
George Washington, f i r s t  published anonymously firca 1800. This  work 
has gone through more than seventy acc red i t ed  and vary ing  e d i t i o n s ,  
. . l c lud ing  f i v e  i n  German, from 1800 t o  1927. I n  the  f i f t h  e d i t i o n  (1806), 
t n e  famous s t o r y  of  the  che r ry  t r e e  made i t s  debut .  The f a c t  t h a t  "Parson" 
Wcems had preached i n  s e v e r a l  Virg in ia  pa r i shes  f o r  a  s h o r t  t i m e ,  inc luding  
Pohick Church ( a f t e r  Washington had ceased t o  a t t e n d  the re )  was the  b a s i s  
f o r  h i s  c la im,  i n  the  1809 e d i t i o n ,  t h a t  t h e  au thor  was "Formerly Rector 
of  M t .  Vernon Par i sh ."  
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8.  1740, a s  is t r a d i t i o n a l l y  he ld ,  and i t  seems obvious t h a t  the  n ine teen th  
century  played f r e e l y  wi th  the  changes i n  the  masonry w a l l s  and some 

i n t e r i o r  d e t a i l i n g .  For tunate ly ,  Be1 A i r  has no t  been g r e a t l y  h u r t  by 
these  e f f o r t s  and, i n  f a c t ,  gains a  c e r t a i n  d i g n i t y  and s t a t u r e  f o r  
having re t a ined  i ts  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  composure. 
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